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THE LIVING

Erlendur works nights. He’s a young officer in Traffic, not yet a detective. And Reykjavik’s nights are full of the usual dramas: car crashes, robberies, drinkers and fighters. Sometimes an unexplained death.

THE LOST

Few people care when a homeless man Erlendur knows is found drowned. Or when, soon after, a young woman on her way home from a club vanishes. Both cases go cold.

THE SEARCHER

Two lost people from two different worlds. Erlendur is not an investigator, but his instincts tell him their fates are worth pursuing. How could they be linked? 

IN THE HEART OF THE NIGHT

Inexorably, he is drawn into the blackness of the city’s underbelly, where everyone is in the dark or on the run.
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THERE WAS A green anorak in the water. When prodded, it stirred, turned a slow half circle and sank from view. The boys fished at it with their poles until it floated up to the surface again, then recoiled in horror when they saw what lay beneath.

The three friends lived on Hvassaleiti, in the residential blocks lined up along busy Miklabraut all the way down to the expanse of waste-ground known as Kringlumýri. To the north the waste-ground was overgrown with nettles and angelica; to the south lay a large area of open diggings, deep gashes in the earth, where the inhabitants of Reykjavík had excavated peat by the ton to heat their houses during the First World War when fuel was in short supply. They had drained and laid tracks across the marshy ground before embarking on the largest scale peat extraction in the history of the city. Hundreds of men had been employed in cutting, drying and transporting it to the city in wagons.

After the war, when imports of coal and oil resumed, the abandoned workings gradually filled with brown groundwater and remained like that for many years. Later, in the fifties and sixties, when the city expanded to the east and new suburbs rose on Hvassaleiti and Stóragerdi, the area became a playground for the local children, who built rafts to sail on the largest ponds and wore cycle tracks up and down the various hills and mounds. When the temperature dropped in winter, the icy pools came into their own as skating rinks.

The three boys had knocked up a new raft, using off-cuts of timber from a nearby building site. It consisted of two sturdy crossbars, some sheets of polystyrene and a serviceable platform made of planks from a concrete mould. They propelled it with long poles, which they inserted into the murky water and used to push off from the bottom, since the pool wasn’t very deep. Although they wore rubber boots and did their best to keep dry, it was not uncommon for kids to fall in. Then they would return home with their knees trembling from the cold and at the thought of yet another telling-off – or worse – for turning up like drowned rats again.

They punted along gingerly in the direction of the Kringlumýri road, trying not to rock the raft in case it shipped water or sent them overboard. There was quite a knack to this: like tightrope walking, it required cooperation, skill, and not least a cool head. The boys took their time to find their balance before finally daring to push off from shore, aware that if they stood too close together on one side they risked capsizing.

In the event, the maiden voyage exceeded expectations. They were pleased with their new craft, which slipped along easily, and they made several trips back and forth across the deepest part of the pond. The rumble of traffic reached them from Miklabraut in the north, while the view to the south was dominated by the geothermal-heating pipeline that supplied hot water to the tanks on top of Öskjuhlíd hill. This was another of their playgrounds, where they sometimes came across small, hard balls the size of hens’ eggs. They had puzzled over these until one of their fathers explained that they were golf balls. People must have been practising on the waste-ground by the pipeline, he said, adding that Reykjavík’s golf course had once been located on the eastern side of Öskjuhlíd, not far from Kringlumýri. In those days the area had been known as Golfskálatjörn or ‘Clubhouse Pond’, though he thought it unlikely the balls had been lying there that long.

They were making good headway when the raft encountered an obstacle. One corner dipped into the dark water, and they came to a standstill. The boys quickly restored the equilibrium by shifting to the opposite side, and gradually the platform rose up again, though not all the way. It must have caught on something heavy. On previous excursions they had found a variety of junk in the brown depths; rubbish that had been thrown into the pits, such as the broken bicycle that jutted up in one spot. Some of this junk, like the polystyrene, had come in handy for raft building, but this hindrance, whatever it was, seemed more immovable. They guessed it must have snagged on a nail sticking out of one of the crossbars.

Warily, they tried pushing backwards, and discovered that it took all their strength to move their vessel. The debris dragged along with them a short way, then the raft suddenly broke free, its corner shooting up out of the water, almost causing them to overbalance. They managed to steady it again, thanking their lucky stars that they hadn’t got drenched, then turned their attention to the thing that had been pulled up to the surface.

‘What is it?’ asked one, poking cautiously with his pole.

‘Is it a bag?’ asked his friend.

‘No, it’s an anorak,’ said the third.

The first boy prodded harder, jabbing the object until finally it moved. It sank from view and they fished around until it floated up again. Then, by slow degrees it turned over, and from under the anorak a man’s head appeared, white and bloodless, with colourless strands of hair. It was the most gruesome sight they had ever seen. One of the boys let out a yell and tumbled backwards into the water. At that, the precarious equilibrium was lost and before they knew it all three had fallen overboard, and they waded shrieking to the shore.

They stood there for a moment, wet and shivering, gaping at the green anorak and the side of the face that was exposed above the water, then turned and fled as fast as their legs would carry them.
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A REPORT CAME over the radio about a disturbance at a house in the Bústadir district and they accelerated onto Miklabraut eastbound, then crossed Háaleiti and took Grensásvegur south. It was long gone three in the morning and there was little traffic on the roads, though they passed two taxis heading for the suburbs, before almost colliding with another vehicle which crept up from Fossvogur and into their path at the Bústadavegur junction. The middle-aged man at the wheel had apparently failed to notice how fast the police van was travelling and had judged it safe to pull out.

‘Is he crazy?’ shouted Erlendur as he swerved violently round the vehicle before continuing along the road.

‘Should we pull him over?’ asked Marteinn from the back seat.

‘Leave him,’ said Gardar.

Glancing in the rear-view mirror, Erlendur saw that the car was now crawling west along Bústadavegur.

Gardar and Marteinn were law students temping for the summer. Erlendur quite enjoyed working with them. Both had Beatles haircuts, fringes flopping over their eyes, and large sideburns. At present the three of them were riding in a lumbering police van, a black-and-white Chevrolet, slow but reliable, equipped with a small holding cage for prisoners in the back. They hadn’t bothered to turn on the siren or the flashing lights, which was probably why they’d nearly collided with the car, but they didn’t need to for a domestic incident in the early hours. Sometimes Gardar liked to activate the whole system and drive like a maniac, though, just for the hell of it.

They parked outside the house, put on their white caps and climbed out into the light summer night. Though overcast and drizzling, it was mild. There had been a fair amount of drunkenness in town, but nothing serious until now. Earlier they had stopped a motorist on suspicion of drink-driving and taken him for a blood test. After that they had been summoned to a brawl outside a crowded nightclub, followed by another at a rundown house in the west end, where five men of assorted ages, a ship’s crew from out of town, rented a couple of rooms. A shouting match with their neighbours had ended in blows, in the course of which one of them had pulled a knife and managed to stab another man in the arm before being overpowered. When Erlendur and company arrived to put an end to the fight the man was so enraged he was foaming at the mouth, so they cuffed him and took him to cool off in the detention cells at Hverfisgata. The others had sobered up with the arrival of the police and gave conflicting accounts of how it had all started.

They rang the doorbell of the terraced house. There was no sign of any disturbance, yet according to the police radio a neighbour had rung in to report a noisy row at this address. They knocked on the door, tried the bell again, then conferred. Erlendur wanted to force an entry but was overruled by the two law students. The neighbour was nowhere to be seen.

While they were arguing, the door abruptly opened and a man in his early forties appeared. He was in his shirtsleeves, his flies were undone and his braces were dangling from his waistband. He had his hands in his pockets.

‘What’s all this about?’ he asked, surveying them each in turn, apparently surprised to receive a visit from the police. They couldn’t smell alcohol on his breath, but neither, it seemed, had they got him out of bed.

‘We’ve received a complaint about noise at this address,’ said Gardar.

‘Noise?’ repeated the man, squinting at them. ‘There’s no noise here. What . . . who’s been complaining? You mean someone called the police?’

‘Do you mind if we come in a minute?’ asked Erlendur.

‘In?’ echoed the man. ‘In here? Someone’s been having you on, boys. You shouldn’t fall for prank calls.’

‘Is your wife up?’ asked Erlendur.

‘My wife? She’s out of town. Staying at a summer cottage with friends. I don’t see . . . There must be some mistake.’

‘Perhaps we were given the wrong address,’ suggested Gardar, glancing at Erlendur and Marteinn. ‘We’d better check with the station.’

‘Excuse us,’ said Marteinn.

‘No problem, boys. Sorry there’s been a mix-up but I’m alone in the house. Have a good night.’

Gardar and Marteinn headed back to the van with Erlendur following in their wake. They climbed in and Marteinn radioed the station, only to receive confirmation that they had the right address.

‘But there’s nothing going on here,’ said Gardar.

‘Hang on a minute.’ Erlendur got out of the van. ‘There’s something odd about this.’

‘What are you going to do?’ asked Marteinn.

Erlendur retraced his steps and knocked on the door. After a short interval the man opened it again.

‘Everything OK?’

‘Could I use your toilet?’ asked Erlendur.

‘Toilet?’

‘Just quickly,’ said Erlendur. ‘I won’t be a minute.’

‘I’m sorry, it’s . . . I can’t . . .’

‘Can I see your hands?’

‘What? My hands?’

‘Yes, your hands.’ Erlendur gave the door a determined shove, forcing the man to retreat before him into the house.

Barging in after him, Erlendur threw a quick glance into the kitchen, opened the door to the toilet opposite it, then dashed into the passage, opening more doors and calling out. After a brief protest at this extraordinary behaviour, the man stood, passive, in the hall. Erlendur strode back past him into the sitting room, and there he found a woman lying motionless on the floor. The room was a shambles – overturned chairs, fallen lamps, an ashtray stand on its side, curtains ripped from their rails. He ran to the woman and stooped over her. She was unconscious, one eye had sunk into her face, her lips were split and blood was oozing from a cut on her head. She appeared to have knocked herself out on the stand as she fell. Her dress was rucked up over her hips and from the old bruise on her thigh he deduced that the violence had not begun this evening.

‘Call an ambulance,’ he bellowed to Gardar and Marteinn, who had materialised in the doorway. ‘How long has she been lying here?’ he demanded of the man, who was still standing, immobile, in the hall.

‘Is she dead?’

‘She could well be.’ Erlendur did not dare touch the woman. She had a serious head wound and the ambulance men would know what to do before moving her. He grabbed the torn-down curtains and spread them over her, before ordering Marteinn to handcuff the husband and take him out to the van. The man no longer saw any reason to keep his hands in his pockets. His knuckles were bleeding from the assault.

‘Do you have any children?’ asked Erlendur.

‘Two boys. They’re in the country.’

‘I’m not surprised.’

‘I didn’t do it deliberately,’ the man said as he was cuffed and led out. ‘I don’t know . . . I didn’t mean to go for her like that. She . . . I didn’t mean to . . . She . . . I was going to ring you. She fell against the ashtray stand and didn’t answer and I thought maybe . . .’

His words dried up. The woman emitted a faint moan.

‘Can you hear me?’ Erlendur whispered, but she did not respond.

The neighbour who had called the police, a man in his early thirties, was now outside talking to Gardar. Erlendur joined them. The neighbour was saying that he and his wife had heard rows from time to time but nothing as bad as tonight.

‘Has it been going on long?’

‘I really couldn’t say. We’ve only lived here just over a year and it . . . like I said, you sometimes hear shouting and stuff being thrown around. It makes us very uncomfortable because we don’t know what to do. It’s not as though we really know them, even though we’re neighbours.’

The wailing of sirens grew louder and they saw an ambulance turn into the road and approach the house. It was followed by a second patrol car. The other neighbours, woken by the commotion, now appeared at their windows or doors, and watched as the woman was carried out on a stretcher and the police van pulled away slowly with her husband locked in the back. Soon peace was restored and the residents returned to their beds, curious about the disturbance in the middle of the night.

Apart from this, the night shift was uneventful. As Erlendur was leaving work, he saw the wife-beater waiting for a taxi outside the police station. He had been released after questioning, free to go, as the incident was considered closed. His wife’s condition was not critical; in a few days she would be discharged from hospital and no doubt return home to him. She probably had little alternative. There was no support network for women who suffered domestic abuse.

Before leaving, Erlendur had flicked through the incident report and noted that a middle-aged man had driven into a lamppost in the Vogar district and written off his car. He had been alone and highly intoxicated at the time. Erlendur guessed from the description of the vehicle that it was the one which had nearly crashed into them on Bústadavegur.

For a moment he stood looking up at the ultramodern building of the police headquarters on Hverfisgata, then strolled down to the seafront on Skúlagata, gazing first north to the flat-topped mass of Mount Esja, then over at the mountains to the east. The sun shone high above their peaks. It was early Sunday morning and the tranquillity that had descended over the city did much to exorcise the ugly tumult of the night.

As he walked, his thoughts returned once again to the tramp who last year had been found floating in one of the flooded workings on Kringlumýri. For some reason the case continued to haunt him. Perhaps because the man had not been a complete stranger. Erlendur had been on patrol nearby when the report came in, so he had been first on the scene. In his mind’s eye he saw the green anorak in the water and the three boys who had gone out on the raft.

Erlendur knew that in the year that had elapsed since the man drowned Reykjavík CID had uncovered no evidence of suspicious circumstances. Yet he was also aware that the death of a homeless man had not been given high priority. They had other fish to fry and, besides, it looked like an open-and-shut case; the assumption was that the tramp had stumbled in and drowned by accident. No one seemed interested. Erlendur wondered if that was because the man had not mattered to anyone. All his death meant was one less vagrant on the streets of Reykjavík. And perhaps his death was that straightforward. But, then again, perhaps not. Shortly before the man died, Erlendur had heard him allege that someone had tried to set fire to the cellar in which he lived. Nobody had believed him, Erlendur included, and now it troubled him that he had not listened to the man, merely brushed him off with the same indifference as everyone else.
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ONE EVENING NOT long afterwards, on his night off, Erlendur walked over to Kringlumýri. It was not the first time his feet had led him in that direction. With little to occupy him outside work, he took pleasure in wandering the streets on fine summer evenings, round Tjörnin, the small lake in the centre of town; through the west end and out to the Seltjarnarnes peninsula, or south along the shores of Skerjafjördur to the cove at Nauthólsvík. Occasionally he would drive out of town in his old beaten-up car, park somewhere remote and go hiking in the mountains. If the forecast was good, he would take along a tent and provisions. Although he didn’t think of himself as a serious outdoorsman, he had joined the Icelandic Touring Club. He received their annual publications but didn’t take part in any of their organised trips. The experience of trekking to the hot springs at Landmannalaugar had taught him that travelling with a bunch of relentlessly hearty people was not for him. Such forced jollity could quickly become oppressive.

He hadn’t met that many women either, but then that wasn’t really a priority. On his rare forays into the Reykjavík nightlife he had been put off by the noise and rowdiness. Then one evening at Glaumbær, back before the place burnt down, he had met a young woman called Halldóra. She was chatty, knew her own mind, and took a frank interest in him. Sometime later, on a night out at Silfurtunglid with the boys from the force, he ran into her again and she asked him to come home with her. Afterwards she phoned him, they met up, and now they were in a relationship of sorts.

As Erlendur walked through his own neighbourhood of Hlídar, past Hamrahlíd College, where they offered adult education courses, he wondered yet again whether he should go back to school. He had completed his compulsory education but left before the sixth form. When his family moved to Reykjavík he had been put in the lowest class at his new school. His ability was never even tested; it had simply been assumed that since he came from a poor background, was recalcitrant and uncooperative, he must belong with the slow kids. Unhappy about the move, unhappy with city life, all he had really learned was to hold his tongue. The upshot was that he lost interest in formal education, defied his teachers and any kind of authority, and quit at sixteen. He had already been working during the summers, and after that last winter at school he moved out of the home he shared with his mother and into a rented flat. His mother, Áslaug, earned a pittance, and he himself did little better when he took a job at the fishery.

Erlendur glanced up at the college building, tempted by the new opportunities for adult education. Twenty-eight was not too old to resume his studies, and anyway he would need to pass his final school exams if he wanted to go to university. He was interested in history, particularly the history of Iceland, and could envisage giving up police work at some point to dedicate himself to research.

He broke into a jog across busy Kringlumýrarbraut. Every now and then over the past year he had found himself drawn back to the diggings, though he hardly knew why. The water that had collected in the hollows was shallow, brown and devoid of life; ‘ponds’ was too good a name for them. Today there were a couple of rafts out and the place was alive with kids riding bikes up and down the hills. Two small motorcycles tore up the dirt track at the furthest point, the roaring and backfiring of their engines carrying to Erlendur through the quiet evening air.

The tramp had been found where the water was deepest. They calculated that his body must have been there for two days before it was noticed. Since the pathologist concluded that he had died on the spot, the police inquiry had focused on determining whether there could have been any foul play. The level of alcohol in his bloodstream indicated death by natural causes. There were no signs of a struggle, and no witnesses had come forward. Nor were there any traces of suspicious activity at the scene, such as tyre tracks or footprints, though there had been a delay between his drowning and the start of the investigation, and in the interim the ground had been trampled by children playing. In the absence of new evidence, the inquiry soon ran out of steam and the case was closed.

During his first months in Traffic, Erlendur had encountered the victim on several occasions. His name was Hannibal and he was a homeless man whom the police had picked up for a variety of reasons, though mainly for being drunk and disorderly. The first time he crossed Erlendur’s path was in the depths of winter. Hannibal had been sitting, hunched forward, on a bench in Austurvöllur Square, his numb fingers cramped around the neck of an empty brennivín bottle. It was bitterly cold. Convinced the man would die of exposure if they left him where he was, Erlendur had said he wasn’t having that on his conscience, and after a bit of dithering the officers had decided to take him back to the cells for the night. They helped him into the police van, where he came to his senses. It took him a while to work out what was going on, though the situation was familiar to both parties, but when he did he began to thank them profusely, the dear boys, for taking such good care of him. He asked for his bottle but was informed that he had emptied it. Could they spare him a drop of booze, then? The question was directed at the rookie, Erlendur, whom Hannibal had not seen before and guessed was more likely to be a soft touch. To begin with, Erlendur ignored him, but when Hannibal kept repeating his question, he told him to shut up. The tramp’s gratitude swiftly evaporated.

‘You bloody arseholes, you’re all the same.’

On the second occasion, Erlendur had come across him lying at the foot of ‘the Tin’, as they called the corrugated-iron fence around the Swedish fish factory on the northern side of Arnarhóll. Tramps used to seek refuge there from life’s hardships and from the bone-piercing frost that accompanied the northerly gales. Hannibal was blue with cold; he sat propped against the corrugated iron, legs outstretched, wearing the usual tattered green anorak, completely dead to the world. Erlendur was on his way home from the centre of town when he caught sight of him. He hadn’t intended to interfere at first, but on closer inspection he grew worried. The frost was tightening its grip and the north wind swept ribbons of snow along the ground to collect at the tramp’s feet. Although well kitted out in a down jacket, hat and scarf, Erlendur was finding it hard enough to keep out the bitter chill himself. He tried calling the man by name but there was no reaction. He called again, louder, but Hannibal might as well have been a statue. Erlendur went right up and poked him with his foot.

‘You all right, Hannibal?’

No response.

Erlendur knelt down and shook the man until his eyes opened a crack, but Hannibal did not recognise him or know where he was.

‘Leave me alone, you bastard,’ he mumbled, trying to beat him off.

‘Come on,’ said Erlendur. ‘You can’t lie here in this cold.’

He hauled the man to his feet, which was no easy task since he was quite a weight and far from cooperative. It took all Erlendur’s strength just to heave him upright before he could help him down the slope. But the movement cleared Hannibal’s head a little and he was able to direct Erlendur through the centre of town to a small building round the back of a house on Vesturgata. There he gestured to a narrow flight of steps leading to the cellar. He could hardly stand, so Erlendur gave him a hand down the stairs. The door was secured only by a simple wooden latch, like on a cowshed. Erlendur lifted this and Hannibal pushed the door open, reached in a hand and, finding the light switch, turned on a naked bulb hanging from the ceiling.

‘This is my refuge from a cruel world,’ he said and tripped headlong over the threshold.

Erlendur restored him to his feet. The refuge was less a flat than a small storeroom for a variety of junk so unremarkable that no one was expected to steal it, judging by the ineffectual latch on the door. Lengths of piping and bald tyres mingled with rusty tubs, plastic containers and tangles of useless netting, while on the floor was the filthiest mattress Erlendur had ever seen. A threadbare blanket lay rumpled on top of it, and strewn all around was an assortment of empty bottles which had once contained alcohol, medicine or cardamom baking extract, along with the kind of small plastic methylated spirits containers you could buy from the chemist’s. There was a throat-catching stench of decaying rubber and urine.

Once Erlendur had helped the man to bed, he was eager to get out as quickly as possible, but Hannibal rose up on one elbow.

‘Who the hell are you?’

‘Take care now,’ Erlendur replied, backing out through the storeroom.

‘Who are you?’ Hannibal demanded again. ‘Do we know each other?’

Erlendur hesitated in the doorway. He had no desire to get involved in a conversation but neither did he wish to appear disrespectful.

‘The name’s Erlendur. We’ve met before. I’m a policeman.’

‘Erlendur,’ repeated Hannibal. ‘Mind’s a blank, mate. Got anything for me?’

‘Like what?’

‘Could you spare a bit of loose change? Doesn’t have to be much, you know. A few coins would do. I’m sure you could spare some, a flush bloke like you, who gives a helping hand to the likes of me.’

‘Won’t it just go on booze?’ Erlendur asked.

Hannibal twisted his mouth into a smile of sorts.

‘I won’t lie to you, Erlendur, my friend,’ he said, very humble now. ‘You may find it hard to believe but it’s not in my nature to lie to people. I just need a tot of gin. That’s all I ask for in this godforsaken world. I know it won’t sound like much to you, and I wouldn’t pester you, my friend, if it wasn’t such a little thing.’

‘I’m not giving you money for gin.’

‘How about a drop of meths, then?’

‘No.’

‘Oh, well then,’ said Hannibal, lying back on the mattress. ‘In that case you can bugger off.’

The roar of the motorbikes receded as they vanished in the direction of Hvassaleiti. The kids poled their rafts to shore and dragged them onto dry land. Erlendur looked south towards the pipeline. It had emerged during the inquiry that Hannibal’s presence in Kringlumýri was due to his having found a new home, if you could call it that. The summer he died, he had been evicted from his cellar after being accused of starting a fire, though he had stubbornly protested his innocence. Forced onto the streets, he had sought refuge in the casing around the heating pipeline. A slab of concrete had broken off in one place, leaving an opening large enough for him to crawl inside and warm himself against the hot-water pipes.

It was to be Hannibal’s last home before his body was discovered in the flooded pit. He had slept there in the company of a few feral cats that were drawn to him much as the birds had once flocked to St Francis of Assisi.
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ERLENDUR WAS STANDING on the brink of the pool where Hannibal had met his end when a boy tore past him on a bicycle, spun round and rode back. Although a year had passed since they had last met, Erlendur recognised him immediately: he was one of the kids who had found the body.

‘You’re a cop, aren’t you?’ said the boy, braking in front of him.

‘Yes, hello again.’

‘What are you doing here?’ asked the boy. He was as plucky and self-assured as Erlendur remembered; ginger hair, freckles, a look of mischief. But he had grown. In only a year he had gone from being a child to a teenager.

‘Just taking a look around.’

The boy had been the leader of the trio. They had all raced off to his house to inform his mother of their discovery. Realising they were in earnest, however far-fetched their tale, she had completely forgotten to scold them for coming home soaked again, and instead called the police straight away. The other boys had run home for a change of clothes, then they had all cycled back down to the diggings. By then two police cars and an ambulance had arrived. Hannibal’s body had been recovered from the pool and was lying on the ground, covered by a blanket.

When the report came in, Erlendur had been on traffic duty on Miklabraut. As soon as he reached the scene, he had waded into the water and pulled the body ashore. Only then did he see it was Hannibal. It had given him a turn, yet Hannibal’s death had seemed strangely inevitable. The police had been shooing away the boys, along with the other onlookers who had gathered, when they piped up that they had found the body. After that they were taken to sit in one of the patrol cars and later questioned closely about their discovery.

‘My dad says he drowned,’ the boy observed now, leaning on his handlebars and looking over at the place where Hannibal had lain suspended in the water.

‘Yes,’ agreed Erlendur. ‘I expect he fell in and couldn’t save himself.’

‘He was just an old alky.’

‘It must have been a bit of a shock for you and your friends to find him like that.’

‘Addi had nightmares,’ said the boy. ‘A doctor came round to his house and all. Me and Palli didn’t care.’

‘Do you still play here on rafts?’

‘Nah, not any more. That’s kids’ stuff.’

‘Ah, right. Did you by any chance notice the man down by the pipeline last summer? That you can remember?’

‘No.’

‘Anyone else notice him?’

‘No. We used to play there sometimes but I never saw him. Maybe he was only there at night.’

‘Maybe. What were you doing up by the pipeline?’

‘You know. Looking for golf balls.’

‘Golf balls?’

‘Yeah. There’s a bloke from those houses who’s always practising shots.’ The boy gestured to some rows of terraced houses on Hvassaleiti. Dad says there used to be a golf course by the pipeline, near Öskjuhlíd, and we sometimes find old balls.’

‘I see. And what do you do with them when you find them?’

‘Nothing.’ The boy prepared to pedal off. ‘Just chuck ’em in the water. I ain’t got any use for them.’

‘“I haven’t got any use for them”.’

‘Yeah, OK.’

‘And “OK” isn’t good Icel—’

‘I’ve got to go home now,’ interrupted the boy and, climbing onto his saddle, was off before Erlendur could finish his sentence.

Erlendur followed the track between the old workings and up the hill towards the heating conduit. The pipeline was fifteen kilometres long and ran from the geothermal zone in the Mosfell valley north of the city, skirted the suburbs, then finally discharged into the huge hot-water tanks that crowned Öskjuhlíd. Inside the concrete casing ran two fourteen-inch steel pipes booming with naturally heated water. Although insulated, these had still emitted enough warmth to provide comfort for Hannibal during the last days of his life.

They had not yet repaired the hole in the casing. Erlendur contemplated the broken-off slab of concrete lying in the grass and wondered what had caused the damage. An earthquake, perhaps, or frost.

The opening was large enough for a grown man to crawl through with ease. He noticed that the grass around the entrance was flattened, and when he poked his head inside he saw that someone else must have had the same idea as Hannibal. A blanket had been dragged in there. Two empty brennivín bottles and a handful of methylated spirits containers were scattered under the pipes. Not far beyond them he could make out a shabby hat and a mitten.

The gloom intensified as Erlendur peered further inside. As his eyes adjusted, he was jolted by the sight of a mound deep within the tunnel.

‘Who’s there?’ he called.

There was no answer, but the mound suddenly came to life and began to move in his direction.
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ERLENDUR NEARLY JUMPED out of his skin. Panicking for an instant, he backed out of the opening and stumbled away. A moment later a head popped up, followed by the rest of a man who crawled out of the hole and hunkered down on the grass in front of him. He wore a ragged, dark coat, fingerless gloves, a woolly hat and large rubber galoshes. Erlendur had seen him before in the company of other Reykjavík drinkers, but didn’t know his name.

The man said good evening as if he were accustomed to receiving visitors there. From his manner, you would think they had met in the street rather than crawling around in a concrete pipeline. Erlendur introduced himself and the man replied that his name was Vilhelm. His age was hard to guess. Possibly not much over forty, though given the missing front teeth and the thick beard that covered his face, he might have been ten years older.

‘Do I know you?’ asked the tramp, regarding Erlendur through horn-rimmed glasses. The thick lenses rendered his eyes unnaturally large, giving him a slightly comical look. He had an ugly, hacking cough.

‘No,’ said Erlendur, his attention drawn to the glasses. ‘I don’t believe so.’

‘Were you looking for me?’ asked Vilhelm, coughing again. ‘Did you want to talk to me?’

‘No,’ said Erlendur, ‘I just happened to be passing. To tell the truth, I didn’t expect to find anyone here.’

‘Don’t get many passers-by,’ said Vilhelm. ‘It’s nice and quiet. You don’t have a smoke, do you?’

‘Sorry, no. Have you . . . May I ask how long you’ve been living here?’

‘Two or three days,’ said Vilhelm, without explaining his choice of camp. ‘Or . . . What is it today?’

‘Tuesday.’

‘Oh.’ Vilhelm’s cough rattled out again. ‘Tuesday. Then maybe I’ve been here a bit longer. It’s not bad for the odd night, though it can get a bit nippy. Still, I’ve known worse.’

‘Do you think your health can cope with it?’

‘What the hell’s that got to do with you?’ asked Vilhelm, his body racked by another spasm.

‘Actually, I’m not here completely by chance,’ Erlendur continued, once the man had recovered. ‘I used to know a bloke who dossed down here like you. His name was Hannibal.’

‘Hannibal? Oh, yes, I knew him.’

‘He drowned down there in one of the ponds.’ Erlendur waved towards Kringlumýri. ‘Ring any bells?’

‘I remember hearing about it. Why?’

‘No reason,’ said Erlendur. ‘I suppose it was just an unlucky accident.’

‘Yes, unlucky all right.’

‘Where did you know him from?’ Erlendur took a seat on the concrete casing.

‘Oh, just around and about, you know. Used to bump into him on my travels. A really good bloke.’

‘You weren’t enemies, then?’

‘Enemies? No. I haven’t got any enemies.’

‘Do you know if he had, or if there was anyone who might have wanted to harm
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